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THE RELATION OF WAGES TO THE COST OF 
LIVING IN LOS ANGELES 1915 TO 1920 


By HAZAL M. LIGGETT* 


I. INTRODUCTION. 


This study is an attempt to analyze the relation between wages 
and the cost of living in Los Angeles, California, from 1915 to 1920,— 
a period during which both prices and wages soared upward. In 
fact, prices rose so rapidly that people could not live on their wages; 
hence, the cost of living investigations were demanded as a basis 
upon which to make wage adjustments. On the Pacific Coast 
some of these investigations were made by the United States De- 
partment of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Washington, D. C.; 
the University of Washington, which made a study for the Emer- 
gency Fleet Corporation; Professor M. E. Faffa, of the University 
of California, who made a study which was used by the Oakland 
Arbitration Board in the adjustment of wages for the Key Route 
System and later by the National War Labor Board, in settlement 
of disputes concerning wages coming before them; and the In- 
dustrial Welfare Commission of California. The most complete 
statistics for Los Angeles are those compiled by the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics of Washington, D. C. 


On the retail side these statistics represent the monthly report 
of approximately one hundred retail merchants in Los Angeles, 
made to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, Washington, D. C.; on the 


*EDITOR’S NOTE: The author.was a special t of the United 
States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, i D. C. 
during the year 1918-1919. is report represents a of her graduate work 
at the University of Southern California in the year 1920-1921. 

Miss Liggett uated from Manual Arts High School in 1914, then 
from Leland Stanford, Jr. University in 1918. At present she is teaching in 
Virgil Intermediate High School in Los Angeles. 
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consumer’s side they represent two hundred and two family budgets, 
These budgets divide the items of expenditure into six heads: food 
clothing, housing, fuel and light, furniture and furnishings, and 
miscellaneous items. They were secured by special agents of the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Department of Labor, Washington, D. (. 


The husband of the family scheduled must be a wage earner, 
earning not more than $2,000 per year; at least 75 per cent of the 
family income must come from members of the family who contri- 
bute all their earnings to the family. The family must have a mini- 
mum of both husband and wife, and at least one child, who is a men- 
ber of the economic family. There are several other requirements 
such as no boarders, sub-rentals, etc.,—all tending to limit the 
scheduling to families of normal expenditures. 


The income of a workingman’s family is usually spent in rather 
definite proportion for the necessities of life. In normal times this 
varies little, but with the advancing prices and money incomes during 
the war period, the percentage spent for food doubtless decreased, 
on the average, while the percentage spent for clothing, furnitur 
and furnishings, and most miscellaneous items increased, becaus 
food advanced in price less than the other groups of items. Table 
I shows the percentage of increase of the items of expenditure for 
the period December 1914 to 1920. The facts in Table I have 
been personally investigated and revised as far as possible. The 
results are given in the following pages, and summarized in Table 
XI and Chart I. 


TABLE [1 
Per cent 
Item of Expenditure of a Per cent of increase from Dec. 1914, to 
expen 
ture Dec. Dec. Dec. Dec. Dec. Jun 
1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 192 
35.8 4.12 0.4 3.34 61.8 71.8 98 
Clothing 
1.7 10.3 41.9 104.6 151.5 1649 
ee 3.9 18.4 48.3 113.8 180.5 2015 
14.9 2.8 14.3 45.0 109.1 167.6 1845 
Jt 13.4 2.72 2.52 0.62 4.4 26.8 42.6 
Fuel and Light____________- 3.1 .4 2.3 10.4 18.3 35.3 535 
Furniture and Furnishings-_-- 5.1 6.3 23.1 56.4 118.5 175.5 202.2 
27.7 1.92 7.7 28.9 52.0 76.9 86.6 
100.0 
1. Monthly Labor Report Sept. 1920, page 51. 
2. Decrease. 
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I. CHANGES IN THE RETAIL PRICES. 
1. Changes in Price of Food. 


As a basis for this computation the index of “weighted” arti- 
des as computed by the United States Department of Labor, Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, Washington, D. C. has been used. Prices of 
food articles are reported to the Bureau every month by retail 
dealers in fifty-one important cities, including Los Angeles. From 
these prices the Bureau computes a “‘weighted” index, ‘‘weighting”’ 
the price of each article by the quantity consumed in the average 
workingman’s family. 


The twenty-two articles considered make up about two thirds 
of the entire cost of the food budget, and in 1915 constituted 35.8% 
of the total expenditures and in 1920, 68.3% or an increase of 90.8%. 
Table II gives the price of each one of the twenty-one ‘weigh 
articles in the month of September on 1915 and 1920, and the per- 
centage of increase from 1915 to 1920, 1915 being considered as a 
basis, or 100. 


TABLE II 
Unit 19152 19162 19173 19183 19194 19204 Increase 
Sirloin Steak____ - --__- Lb. 22.5 24.0 26.6 32.7 31.5 38.2 69 
Round Steak - “ 20.0 22.0 24.0 31.2 28.0 382.9 64 
OS a 25.0 20.0 22.3 29.5 26.5 31.6 26 
Chuck Roast- - - --.--- “15.1 16.0 18.8 24.6 19.6 22.1 46 
0 SS Eee “ 12.5 12.5 15.8 23.0 15.5 16.9 35 
Perk Chops........... “22.5 25.0 38.0 46.3 48.5 51.8 130 
35.0 38.0 54.4 6.7 62.5 65.0 85 
eee “35.0 38.0 52.9 63.1 62.6 59.0 97 
“ 17.5 18.5 33.0 34.8 39.7 29.9 70 
“ 26.0 34.8 46.0 45.6 46.0 85 
bid 42 42 6.8 7.3 @2 92 
| ee ee Doz. 42.5 45.0 45.6 82.9 66.6 73.4 72 
ee Lb. 35.0 38.0 51.7 69.6 70.5 78.2 123 
’ 8.0 8.0 12.0 14.0 14.0 18.0 125 
8.3 9.1 9.4 10.6 
15 26 3.7 3.1 3.7.45 2 
6.6 7.3 10.8 10.6 10.8 17.0 165 
24.8 26.5 34.2 43.0 44.9 43.9 77 
6.2 10.6 10.7 13.8 15.6 17.1 175 
37.0 37.0 30.3 31.7 47.1 44.2 19 
55.0 60.0 60.0 70.0 68.7 76.5 39 
Average increase 86.7 


|. Bulletin No. 921, United States Department of Labor, pag 

2. United States Department of Labor—Retail prices, Foor 1o15, Table a. 
3. Monthly Labor Review, = S. Dept. of Labor, Feb. 1920, page 71. 

4. Ibid, Nov. 1920, page 35. 
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2. Changes in Price of Clothing. 


The three following tables show the increase of the cost of 
women’s clothes as found in an investigation made for the Industrial 
Welfare Commission in Los Angeles for the period 1914 to 1920, and 
the changes in prices and percentages of increase of cost from 1914 
to 1920 of six garments worn by men. 


TABLE III 

Cost Cost Cost Per cent Per cent 
1914 1918 1920 Increase Increase 
1918 1920 
$15.00 $30.00 $42.00 100 180 
15.00 30.00 30.00 100 100 
15.00 30.00 35.00 100 133 
15.00 25.00 29.75 66 98 
1.00 1.25 1.95 25 95 
1.95 3.95 6.95 102 257 
7.50 15.00 19.00 100 153 
2.95 5.95 7.50 101 154 
1.00 2.00 2.50 100 150 
.50 85 1.00 70 100 
- (m 1.00 1.95 1.95 95 95 
Vests (knit )_...____ .10 .19 .50 90 400 

Drawers (knit .50 .85 .70 
Corset Cover-_----- .50 1.00 1.00 100 100 
Petticoat (cotton) - .79 1.25 1.95 58 145 
(silk )__--- 1.98 3.95 4.95 102 153 
Nightgown (muslin 1.00 1.95 2.25 95 125 
(flannelet ) 1.00 2.50 2.95 150 195 
Handkerchiefs .07 .12 .20 71 185 
IT .65 1.10 2.50 70 282 
a 3.50 6.00 10.00 69 186 
1.50 1.50 1.50 00 00 
1.50 3.50 5.00 133 233 
Average increase 93 170 


The articles represented in Table III are of the quality that 


a workingman’s wife would normally buy. 


It appears that the 


average increase of 170 per cent may be accepted as a weighted 


average. 
TABLE IV 
Cost Cost 
ARTICLE 1914 1916 
$15.00 $25.00 
15.00 25.00 
.25 
.50 1.50 
1.00 2.00 
1.50 3.00 


Cost Per cent 
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By weighting the six items in Table IV as 2, 5, 1, 2, 1, 1, re- 
spectively, the weighted average increase in the cost of men’s clothing 
is found to be 219 per cent. 

Table V shows the changes in prices from 1915 to 1920 of eight 


articles of dry goods, together with the percentage of increase for 
the period as quoted in the Labor Bulletins. 


TABLE V 

Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Per cent 

ARTICLE 19151 19163 19172 19184 19194 19205 Incr. 

Calico, 244 in... 075 .25 186 .228 225 

15 ‘15 231 .545 230 

Gingham, apron 08 .10 171 .35 263 .35 337 

125 .125 .248 .40 361 .464 283 

15 18 213 60 673 346 

Muslin, bleached 125 .125 .213 .36 275 -.447 266 

moked, 9x4 .325 .375 .598 .755 1.004 240 
Sheets, bleached 

81x80___._- 80 1.00 1.59 2.06 1.85 2.816 241 
Ou Flannel, 

125 .125 .19 .36 48 


3. Changes in Rent. 


The question of increased rent has been of vital interest to al- 
most every tenant in Los Angeles. The following table of changes 
in the rent charge from 1915 to 1920 was prepared by Wright, Cal- 
lendar, Andrews Company. Since they were asked only to quote 
changes of rent on moderately priced houses the most radical changes 
are not recorded in the chart. The writer, therefore, made a per- 
sonal investigation to illustrate the more radical changes which are 
shown by the last three rent charges quoted. Only three radical 
changes are quoted as against twelve of the more usual increases, 
as the rent of not more than one house in four rose in the latter fash- 
ion. The average increase in rents of 68 per cent constitutes a fairly 


accurate weighted average. 


U. S. Labor Bulletin No. 197, 336. 
Monthly Labor Review, Dec. 1917, page 89. 
U. S. Labor Bulletin, No. 140. 

bid, No. 184. 

Ibid, No. 228. 
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TABLE VI 

Pr ct 
1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 Ine 
1 Cottage Pl. (house) = 75 =. 75 $20 .00 $20. 18 
2 Golden Ave. (flat)______- 20.00 20.00 20.00 20.00 35.00 7 
3 Valencia Ave. (house).... 30.00 30.00 30,00 30.00 30.00 35.00 16 
4 W. 9th St. (flat)....____- 25.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 37.50 50 
5 So. Bunker Hill. ________- 22.50 22.50 22.50 22.50 20.00 25.00 10 
6 So. Union (flat)________- 22.50 22.50 22.50 20.00 20.00 30.00 33 

7 (house 30.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 30.00 
8 Bonsallo (house )_.______- 25.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 35.00 4 
9 So. Hoover (house ) - 20.00 20.00 20.00 20.60 20.00 25.00 25 
10 So. Union (furnished flat ) 18.00 16.00 16.00 20.00 25.00 35.00 9% 
. 00 17.00 17.00 15.75 15.75 20.00 
12 W. llth (house )________- 5.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 25.00 35.00 4) 
13 W. Vernon (furnished flat ) 38. 00 35.00 35.00 45.00 60.00 75.00 114 
14 Kenwood Ave. (flat). ___- 25.00 35.00 45.00 75.00 20 
15 Rampart (house) 45.00 45.00 45.00 60.00 125.00 150.00 233 
68 


Average increase _ _ 


4. Fuel and Light. 


Table VII shows the average retail price for coal per ton in 
Los Angeles, January 15th of each year from 1915 to 1920 and the 
percentage of increase during the period. The prices are those quoted 


by the retail trade for household use.’ 
TABLE VII 
New Mexico Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost per cent 
Anthracite Coal_----._..-- 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 increase 
Cerillos egg... .......-.--.-- 15.00 18.00 22.00 21.15 21.00 40 
EE a 13.60 13.70 15.00 14.88 14.88 16.00 18 
Average increase - - - - - 29 


TABLE VIII2 


Net price per thousand cubic feet of gas for household use from 1915 to 
1920 in Los Angeles. (Mixture of manufactured and natural gas) 
1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 per cent 
increase 
-68 .68 .68 .68 .75 .75 10 
TABLE IX 


Net price of electricity 1915 to 1920 in Los Angeles. (Per K. W. hour) 

1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 per cent 

increase 

.055 .055 .055 .055 .055 .055 


By weighting the average increases in Tables VII, VIII, and IX at |, 3, 
and 2 po Mine: the weighted average increase in the cost of fuel and light 
is found to be 10 per cent. 


1. Monthly Labor Review, Sept. 1920. 
2. Ibid., June 1920, page 66. 
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5. Furniture and Furnishings. 


The Bureau of Labor Statistics does not publish the change in 
the retail price of furniture and furnishings-by cities, so the per- 
centage of increase according to price and article of furniture cannot 
be given. The percentage of increase in Los Angeles from 1915 to 
1920 as shown in Table I, must again be quoted. The percentage 
of increase in 1915 was 6.3 per cent over 1914 and 202.2 per cent 
in 1920. The increase from 1915 to 1920 would be 202.2 per cent 
less 6.3 per cent (increase for year) or 195.9 per cent. The fur- 
niture and furnishings expenditures were 5.1 per cent of the family 
budget in 1914 and increased 195.9 per cent during the period from 
1915 to 1920. 

TABLE X 


Percentage of increase from Dec. 1914 to— 
1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 


Furniture and - - - - 6.31 23.1 54.6 118.5 175.5 202.2 

6. Miscellaneous Items. 

Miscellaneous items allow the greatest variance of expenditures 
and constitute the hardest group in which to determine the in- 
creased costs. For example, contributions to church and religious 
organizations, charity contributions, vacation expenditures, life 
insurance, moving pictures, (in which there has been a complete 
change in program and price schedule) etc., are included in this 
group; it is not possible to determine accurately the increase in 
expenditures which have occurred in any one of these items. The 
increase that is given in Table I, of 86.6 per cent, is accepted here 
as the best available estimate. : 

According to the statistics in the foregoing tables the following 
increases in the cost of living in Los Angeles between 1915 and 1920 
occurred. By weighting each of the six items in Table XI at 36, 
15, 18, 3, 5, and 28 respectively (see Table I), the weighted average 
inerease in the cost of living in Los Angeles for the five year period 
in question is found to be 107.4 per cent. 
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Ill. PREVAILING WEEKLY RATE OF WAGES PAID IN 
LOS ANGELES FROM 1915 TO 1920. 


It has been difficult to secure accurate data regarding the wage 
changes in Los Angeles. Neither the Labor Unions, the Federal 
Employment Agencies, the State Employment Agencies, nor the 
City have recorded the changes in wages as they occurred througb- 
out the period. The writer has, therefore, been dependent upon 
the United States Department of Labor Bulletin on ‘Union Scale 
of Wages and Hours of Employment’’ for each year scheduled, 
from 1915 to 1920. The rate of wages was given also by representatives 
of the Building Trades Council and the Public Employment Agency 
in Los Angeles. 

Table XII shows the prevailing weekly wage in each trade 
by years, and Table XIII the percentage of increase by years for 
each trade. 

TABLE XII 


Hours 
Week 1915 1916 1917 1918 191 


9 1920 
Gamer). ............... 48 21.00 20.00 23.00 23.00 32.00 36.0 
Ee 44 27.50 27.50 27.50 33.00 38.50 55.00 
Cement 44 30.00 30.00 30.00 __.__ ____- 49.50 
Engineer (hoisting) _ -_--__----- 44 24.00 24.00 24.00 30.00 36.00 44.00 
Hod Carriers 44 17.88 17.88 17.88 22.00 24.75 55.0 
Inside Wireman__----__________- 44 24.00 24.00 24.00 30.00 35.20 44.00 
44 21.00 30.00 27.50 24.75 33.00 44.00 
44 27.00 30.00 30.00 33.00 35.75 49.50 
ene 44 27.00 27.00 30.00 33.00 ____- 49.50 
Granite and Stone trade_______- 48 30.00 31.90 32.45 33.55 38.50 42.0 
Linotype 48 29.00 29.00 33.00 33.00 34.00 45.00 
Stereotype Operators. 48 27.00 27.00 27.00 28.50 34.00 45.00 
48 18.00 19.50 21.00 24.00 27.00 33.0 
TABLE XIII 
1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 
4.51 9.5 9.5 52.3 71.4 
---- ---- 20.0 46.6 83.3 
42.8 26.1 10.7 5.1 109.5 
11.1 11.1 22.2 32.4 83.3 
Granite and Stone Workers.____......------ 3 8.1 11.8 28.3 40.0 
Linotype .... 2.8 7:3 
3 16.6 33.3 50.0 83.3 
Average Increase per year over 1915... 14.6 13.9 18.0 40.0 87.5 
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The increase in wages in the Garment Workers’ Union has been 
studied. The money wage is not quoted, as a large part of the work 
is piece work and the daily wages therefore vary. During the years 
1915 and 1916 there were only very slight increases; these were 
negligible in fact, and applied only to a very few departments. 
An illustration of the increases during these years is as follows: 
$.014 per dozen on the double needle work on overalls. 

In 1917 the United Garment Workers’ representatives met 
with the representatives of the Union Made Garment Manufacturing 
Board; together they determined on a 10 per cent incrcase in all 
lines of work. Another 10 per cent increase was granted in 1918 
and two increases, one of 15 per cent and one of 10 per cent (total 
of 25 per cent) were granted in 1919. In 1920 still another 20 per 
cent increase was granted, making a total of 65 per cent increase 
in wages during this period. 

The average increase of wages from 1915 to 1920 as they have 
been determined are: 


1. per cent increase 
2. Garment Workers......___.____.._...65.5 per cent increase 
Average increase___...... 76.2 per cent 
Weighted _...76.2 per cent 


IV. CONCLUSIONS. 


Throughout the period there has been a steady and rather 
uniform increase in the cost of living. Taking 100 as a basis of 
prices in 1915 there has been an increase of 107.4 per cent in the cost 
of living items noted in this study, between 1915.and 1920. 


The dollar now has a purchasing power of only $.47 as compared 
with 1915. The dollar has lost more than half of its purchasing 
power and in order to maintain the same standard of living, wages 
would have had to increase more than 100 per cent, while the average 
increase in wage during the period for the occupations listed was 
only 76.2 per cent. The conclusion we must draw is that while 
the families of workingmen have had more money in 1920 than ever 
before, this income did not have the same purchasing power as the 
wages in 1914. What the effect has been on the family we cannot 
tell, as not enough accurate data have been gathered as yet to war- 
rant conclusions. 
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- The following are the possible ways by which the workingman’s 
family have met the problem: More members of the family have 
worked (children stopped school, or the mother went to work). 
Little or no clothing was bought, the mother made and remade 
the clothes of the family, often combining the best parts of two or 
even more garments in making a new one. Flour sacks were used 
to make undergarments, not only for the children, but for the father 
and mother as weil. Very little furniture was bought and the wom- 
out furnishings, as skeets, pillow cases, and towels were not re 
placed. Cheaper dwellings were sought and repairs were not asked 
for by tenants, as they feared the rent would be increased. Cheaper 
grades of food were used by the family. The babies and children 
of the family did not have fresh milk; in almost every case where 
a baby was bottle-fed, canned milk was used. 

All of these hardships meant a strain on the family, not only 
in comfort and well-being, but in their family relations, for there 
was more worry, and the mother was overworked. We cannot 
estimate the effect of this strained economic situation on domestic 
relations. 

In regard to the present trend of prices and wages in Los Angeles, 
the cost of ‘“weighted’”’ food decreased 4 per cent from September 
15th to October 15th, 1920. Since then there have been slight 
decreases in prices. Clothing can now, January 1, 1921, be bought 
for considerable less than in September 1920; a new and lower price 
schedule is taking effect. The change in rent is not noticeable as 
yet, though we do occasionally see a “For Rent” sign now. 

The Public Employment Agency reports that there has been 
a very slight change in wages but that as yet it is hardly significant. 
But since the Employment Bureau had 8,507 calls from employers 
for workmen in October, 5,300 in November, and only 3,200 in 
December, while the percentage of applicants for jobs increased 
somewhat, it is safe to say that the law of supply and demand will 
cause a considerable decrease in the wage scale within the very near 
future. What effect this will have on prices remains to be seen. 

Chart I constitutes a summary of this study. It is based upon 
the data found in all of the tables. It shows clearly how the rise 
in wages has followed belatedly the rise in the cost of living. 

1. Based on interviews with workingmens’ families during 1918 whe 


the writer gathered statistics for the family budget study in Los Angeles for 
the United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. 
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